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Synopsis 
The aim of this synopsis is to investigate instances of New Journalism in South African lit-
erature, more specifically looking at Antjie Krog’s “Country of My Skull” and its combina-
tion of testimonies and non-fiction. Analysing the novel from a literary point of view we 
want to find out if and why it can be categorised as New Journalism, and whether this style 
of writing has any particular relevance to the political situation of South Africa. We presup-
pose a connection between the political situation in South Africa at the time when the novel 
was written and the style, format and effect of novels that rely on New Journalism. 
Problem definition 
Our main question is focused on the relationship between content and form:  
What meaning and significance does the style of New Journalism as described by 
Tom Wolfe in “The New Journalism” and used in the novel “Country of My Skull” by An-
tije Krog have in relation to South Africa? 
There are a number of sub-questions that we find are necessary in order to provide a 
basis for answering our main question and enabling us to discuss the possible perspectives 
of our synopsis and reach a conclusion: 
• What is the historical and political background for “Country of My Skull”? 
• What is New Journalism? 
• What is the effect of combining South African political events with a narrative based 
on New Journalism? 
• What is the influence of the elements of New Journalism found in “Country of My 
Skull” on the reader of the novel? 
• What is the relation between the writer and New Journalism, as exemplified by 
“Country of My Skull”? 
Structurally this synopsis begin by briefly explaining the historical events that were leading 
up to the TRC hearings, in order to understand the novel and establish a basis for analysis in 
a broader historical and political perspective. This will be followed by a chapter focusing on 
the literary genre of New Journalism, with an introduction of the genre’s technical aspects 
as described by Tom Wolfe in “The New Journalism”. We will subsequently seek to analyse 
examples from the novel in order to establish how it employs aspects of New Journalism 
and how this form of writing relates to its content.  
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Historical Background 
In order to understand “Country of My Skull”, it is necessary to briefly present the historical 
circumstances prior to the publishing of the novel which deals with a reporter’s experiences 
during the hearings of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission that were initiated in 1996. 
The National Party, which had introduced apartheid in South Africa after the elections in 
1948, eventually had to succumb to internal disorder and international pressure, elements 
which in the 1980s had brought the country’s economy to a severe slump. The first step to-
wards universal suffrage was to legalise the ANC and free political prisoners, resulting in 
the freeing of Nelson Mandela in 1990. (Beck, p. 181-202) After constitutional changes and 
the first general election with universal suffrage, Nelson Mandela was inaugurated President 
in 1994. The following year the new government passed the “National Unity and Recon-
ciliation Act”, which lead to the establishment of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission 
chaired by Desmond Tutu, in 1996. 
 There were over 20,000 testimonies at the hearings, which commanded attention in-
ternationally as well as in South Africa, where the testimonies were thoroughly debated. 
“Country of My Skull” is written by one of the South African reporters who were covering 
the hearings, including testimonies and interviews from people in connection with the TRC, 
whether victims, perpetrators or officials. There is no doubt that the novel is not simply a 
newspaper article stretched over 450 pages, or reporting in the traditional sense. However, it 
is not a novel of fiction either. It lies in the twilight of creativity and statement, with a narra-
tion vacillating in the middle of a diary and autobiographical writing. Published in 1998, 
“Country of My Skull” shows the work of the TRC, its effects on the narrator, and more im-
portantly, the process of reconciliation as it takes place within the nation of South Africa. 
What is New Journalism? 
According to Tom Wolfe, the journalists writing New Journalism discovered how to make 
their texts powerful, enhancing the emotional involvement of the readers. Wolfe divides 
their discovery into four parts, each being a device or technique with a specific effect in 
mind. We will in the following explain the four distinctions using examples from “Country 
of My Skull” for further clarification. 
 
Firstly, there is a device which Wolfe calls “scene-by-scene construction”, an attempt to use 
narrative as little as possible by describing scenes as they happened without helping the 
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reader with meta-reflections on how the scenes are related (Wolfe:31). Very early in the 
novel there is a perfect example of this when we first read about the appearance of the 
commissioner of the police before the TRC (Krog: 4). The next scene is on page 6, where 
we presume that we are presented a scene from the narrator’s childhood. Only a small para-
graph separates these two scenes, which is a general description of the working procedures 
of the TRC, and not an explanatory narrative. Instead of transitions between scenes, Krog 
frequently juxtaposes them without explaining how they relate to each other. 
Continuing with the second device of New Journalism, Wolfe emphasises the impor-
tance of dialogue (Wolfe: 32). As it is an important part of representing scenes, it is fre-
quently fully transcribed in new journalist writing, and plentiful in Krog’s novel. Krog pro-
vides full transcripts of conversations, as we can see on e.g. pages 75 and 130, but also short 
snippets of speech can be recorded and used to speak of a character in detail, as we see 
when Krog describes the Englishman on page 22: “Rhweallly. This is sooo unnecessary […] 
nowhere attall.” Characteristics of speech such as unfinished sentences, simple grammar 
and vocabulary are all part of realistic dialogue, which increases credibility and gives the 
reader a strong impression of the character in question. 
The third device is what Wolfe calls the “third-person point of view”, which is a 
common device in literature but unusual in reporting (ibid.). New Journalism can attempt to 
show the world as the person in question sees things; it is a way of changing perspective and 
allowing the reader to feel how it is inside someone else’s skin. This technique is less fre-
quent in “Country of My Skull” than the former two devices, since narrator reminds the 
reader of her presence throughout most of the novel. However, there are examples showing 
the impact this device has, e.g. the account of the man who has lost both his hands (Krog: 
200-203). In-between his testimony which is quoted directly, he is referred to in third person 
but with him being the centre of consciousness (Krog: 202). 
 When defining the fourth device, Wolfe lists a multitude of details which could be 
used to describe a character and a scene. The range of these details is all-encompassing, 
from behaviour and manners to styles of furniture, styles of walking, gestures, clothing and 
everything else imaginable that would convey the essence of a person’s ‘status life’, a term 
Wolfe defines as “…the entire pattern of behaviour and possessions through which people 
express their position in the world or what they think it is or what they hope it to be.” 
(Wolfe: 32) Characters in “Country of My Skull” are often described in such minute detail. 
On page 261 there is an example of this: “He is wearing a dark-green silk suit, a freshly 
ironed shirt, unobtrusive tie, gold jewellery, and the kind of shoes with just the toecaps 
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made of patent leather.”  These descriptions do not always focus on the attire, jewellery, 
living conditions etc. of their subjects but often just as much on their gestures, body lan-
guage or other telling signs of the body e.g. sweat, tears, smiles etc. as is the case on page 
268 where Mamasela’a facial features are compared with those of Dirk Coetzee’s. 
New Journalism and the TRC hearings 
When writing about something as intricate and complicated as the TRC hearings it is im-
perative that one includes as many angles and perspectives on the story as possible. The 
matter of TRC was not just one that happened as an independent, exterior event. It was nec-
essary for it to be public, inclusive and communal. Differently from corporate press releases 
or negligible statements on politics, which are aiming at decision-makers, voters or consum-
ers, the success of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission depended on the whole popula-
tion of South Africa. It was necessary for white, black and coloured not to constantly watch 
it on the news, but to be aware of it. To awaken a sense of guilt, inadequacy, shame, rest-
lessness, sorrow and empathy. In order to inspire these feelings in the general population 
one needs to bring to the story a larger perspective and to be able to tell it as accurately as 
possible while still captivating the imagination of a whole nation.  
What Krog does to bring perspective and ambiguity to the story is using the “scene-
by-scene” device. An example of this appears on page 189 where the testimony of the ANC 
is directly followed by that of De Klerk. The juxtaposing of these two ideologically oppos-
ing testimonies signals a wish to demonstrate differences as well as similarities between the 
two. The strength of the scene-by-scene device is that it enables Krog to present the testi-
monies as realistically as possible without having to consider plot development or chrono-
logical coherence. Another device is used excessively throughout the novel namely the sec-
ond device implying exact quotations and dialog. By using this, what is said during the hear-
ings does not have to pass through an (un)conscious interpretative filter before it reaches the 
reader. Throughout the novel, the readers are thus presented with testimonies that have not 
been “polluted” by politics or racial bias. The fourth device of New Journalism also plays a 
huge part in the reporting of the TRC hearings. Simply reading transcripts of the testimonies 
is not very likely to get the reader emotionally involved, whereby Krog involves the reader 
by writing in minute detail how the commission members, the victims, the perpetrators and 
she react psychologically and physically during and after the testimonies. Physical gestures 
e.g. of remorse or discomfort (or the lack thereof) can be just as emotionally strong as words 
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(if not more), and Krog uses this to induce ambiguity and depth into her subjects as words 
and gestures do not always correspond, as we e.g. from the testimony of amnesty applicant 
Dirk Coetzee on pages 91-93. 
The keywords when writing about such a complex issue to a vast and heterogeneous 
audience is enfolding accuracy and juxtapositioning opposites in a way that intrigues and 
involves thus provoking the reader to think about TRC and its decisions and thereby become 
emotionally involved. Out of these thoughts reconciliation will hopefully follow and a com-
mon truth will be created. 
New Journalism and the reader 
The aim of New Journalism is to simultaneously inform, challenge and entertain its readers. 
Informing the readers requires knowledge and insight from the writer. Thus one criterion for 
writing successful New Journalism is that the reader perceives the text as being truthful and 
insightful. Details of dialog and surroundings (devices 2 and 4) can be used to create this 
sense of factual accuracy that induces in the reader a feeling of having been well informed. 
When looking at Country of My Skull, the fact that the new journalist writes directly from 
the scene and is/was actually present as the events unfolded, instead of relying on second 
hand witness testimonies, creates a strong sense of credibility. The structure that the scene-
by-scene device implies further strengthens this sense of believability as the story thus is 
allowed to unfold without regard for creating moral awareness and/or plot-progress. The 
scene-by-scene device at the same time challenges and coerces the reader to reflect and cre-
ate coherence in the fragmentation. 
In order to entertain the reader, the most apparent technique is the style of 
writing, with some of the proponents of New Journalism insisting on freedom from conser-
vative reporting. Wolfe describes this approach on page 21: “The idea was to give the full 
objective description, plus […] the subjective or emotional life of the characters”. The im-
mediacy of a text could be enhanced and a vast crevice removed by using stream of con-
sciousness to describe the inner life of someone, and Antjie Krog uses a version of this 
technique. An interview with an amnesty applicant, Joe Mamasela, Krog reproduces his 
stream of words: “…and stuff like that and I asked, didn’t he bring in any money, and gen-
erally she was quite concerned that no, the man did not bring any money…” (Krog: 130). 
Even though this is not a Joycean stream of consciousness, the apparently unmediated and 
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exact reproduction of the interview gives the reader the impression of his behaviour, and it 
is easy to feel sympathy for the interviewee, and to identify with him.  
Identification is a keyword to understanding the effect of stream of conscious-
ness, and the second device of New Journalism is amply used in “Country of My Skull” to 
achieve identification with the witnesses and the narrator. There are numerous examples of 
direct speech in the novel that show the potential of this device, as we can e.g. see on page 
110, where the direct speech by a former victim, Yengeni, is preceded by a description of 
his suddenly choked voice: “…What kind of man…uhm…that uses a method like this one 
with the wet bag to people…to other human beings…”. The reader is able to identify with 
the characters, and therefore also capable of understanding the complexity of the story. It is 
crucial for a novel such as “Country of My Skull” to make its readers identify with both 
characters such as Yengeni and Mamasela.  
However, all four devices can be used to enhance the experience of reading 
the novel. Detailed dialogue and description of appearance (second and fourth device) both 
serve as ways of letting the reader get to know and understand the characters, as we can see 
on e.g. pages 38 and 261-262. The device of 3rd person perspective (third device) allows the 
reader not only to identify externally with a character, but to enter the character’s mind. The 
use of this device however, is more or less absent from Country of My Skull. 
New Journalism in relation to the writer 
The freedom of creativity and lack of restraint allow the writer’s own voice to surface, and 
in opposition to traditional journalism where only statements and external factors can be 
written, New Journalism enables the reporter to present an opinion, and in a matter as com-
plicated as the TRC this can be beneficial. In line with the idea of the TRC taking place in 
the consciousness of the nation as presented in the chapter of “New Journalism and the TRC 
hearings”, the mind of the reporter is a force-field of oppositions, where ideas, politics and 
people mingle. 
Using a device which in its original sense is not specific for New Journalism, but 
which is different from traditional journalism in the way that the opinions and experiences 
of the writer can be related, Antjie Krog shows how the different events in South Africa in-
fluence each other through her reactions. The effect of working through the traumas of the 
past, digging up buried crimes and revealing them to the nation was immensely strong, and 
it is this that the narrator personifies, exemplified on pages 71-2 where the narrator starts to 
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laugh during a testimony, unable to cope with the brutal reality of the hearings. After being 
asked whether she has been covering the TRC for too long, the narrator ends the scene with 
the words: “I take two weeks leave.” (Krog: 72) Krog admits in the envoi of “Country of 
My Skull” that she had a nervous breakdown, but also states that it was necessary for her to 
write the novel: “I simply had to do it, no matter the cost or the consequences” (Krog: 425), 
revealing the psychological importance of the topic to the writer herself. The display of real-
ism to the extent found in New Journalism when e.g. the second device of transcription of 
dialogue or the minute description of scenes with the fourth device are being used, can en-
able a writer to relive the past, and in this case to face the haunting horrors of South African 
history. Additionally, when Krog reviews old news reports and re-examines her memory on 
the TRC it is possible for her to find a new perspective and revise her opinions, through nar-
ration, description and potentially also the third device of New Journalism. Even though 
there are few instances of speaking in the third person while assuming the person’s language 
and point of view, it is justifiable to state that the perspective of Krog in the novel is radi-
cally different from that of a traditional reporter by not being limited to a front-row seat 
with a view of the action, but actually being part of the action and interacting with the wit-
nesses, commissioners, other reporters and her surroundings in general. 
Further perspectives 
In this synopsis we have focused on the style, form and construction of New Journalism 
writing and how this relates to South Africa. We have only applied our theory to one novel, 
and for a thesis it would therefore be natural to reflect upon the theory using another novel, 
e.g. “My Traitor’s Heart” by Rian Malan, which is also written in a new journalistic style. 
By comparing the two it would be possible to observe whether they employ the same de-
vices with the same effects or if and how they differ.  
 Another interesting discussion would be that of the concept of truth. The discussion 
of truth could also function as a bridge between form and content as the discussion relates to 
both aspects of the novel. The form/style of New Journalism implies a vocal point of view 
or bias whereas regular journalism seeks to obliterate signs of subjectivity. A discussion of 
objectivity vs. subjectivity in journalism would therefore be interesting and relevant, posing 
and answering questions, e.g.: Can subjective journalism be truthful? Is there such a thing as 
objectivity or is all journalism explicitly or implicitly subjective?  
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In relation to content, Country of My Skull is also very much occupied with 
the notion of truth. All the testimonies in the novel represent individual truths and points of 
view and the job of the TRC is to forge out of these conflicting truths a common national 
truth and history. This seems problematic as finding this common truth may imply that the 
concept of truth becomes less personalized and more of a compromise between the victims 
and perpetrators. The question then stands: can truth be a compromise and if so can that 
compromise reconcile the nation?     
Finally it would be relevant to look further into alternatives to the new journal-
istic style of writing. In the project we have focused on the strengths of New Journalism, but 
a discussion of the weaknesses and strengths of the alternatives would be interesting. Could 
e.g. a fictional novel or a regular news-reporting function better than “Country of My Skull” 
and “My Traitor’s Heart” and in that case in what ways? What are the weaknesses and limi-
tations of New Journalism? 
Conclusion 
By writing this synopsis we have seen that “Country of My Skull” applies the devices of 
New Journalism, not only to pass on accurately quoted factual knowledge, but also to juxta-
pose opposing views and discuss them. The relevance of using New Journalism with regards 
to South Africa is clear, since the complexity in post-apartheid South Africa requires under-
standing, empathy and knowledge to grasp. The feelings and awareness required are diffi-
cult to impart in a book, but it has become clear that New Journalism is an ideal style of 
writing for conveying these sentiments. New Journalism is particularly useful in equivocal 
affairs as it allows the writer to include all aspects of the story and to dive deeper into the 
subject, thus helping the reader gain insight and understanding. The objective of the TRC 
was reconciliation and truth through enlightenment and awareness, alas the TRC hearings 
were so lengthy and complicated that it was impossible for the common public to keep up 
thus creating a need for medium to make sense of and communicate it all. The divisions be-
tween good and bad or black and white are distorted, presenting the work of the TRC as re-
alistically as possible i.e. as something nuanced, difficult and emotionally involving.  
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